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Goggin: The Seminole Negroes of Andros Island, Bahamas

THE SEMINOLE NEGROES OF ANDROS
ISLAND, BAHAMAS
by JOHN M. GOGGIN
In a recent article in this journal, Kenneth W.
Porter has raised the question of the identity of
the Indian negroes of Andros Island in the Bahamas. 1 As the result of investigations on Andros
Island in the summer of 1937, it is possible to clarify
the problem, and positively to identify the legendary Indians of Andros Island as Seminole Negroes.
A more detailed historical investigation of the problem had been contemplated, but present conditions
make it impossible to complete the research as
originally outlined. In the summer of 1937 the
author spent five weeks making an archeological
survey of Andros Island. Incidental to the survey
considerable time was spent working with the Indian Negroes at Mastic Point, a small settlement
on the northeastern shore of the island. 2 The problem of the Seminole Negro was considered in some
detail in order to determine the relative proportion
of aboriginal traits present in their culture. It was
thought that if the aboriginal elements were of
any importance, these people would be an excellent
field for a comparative study of acculturation.
Unfortunately only slight vestiges of Seminole culture are found on Andros Island. Certain traits
are clearly recognizable as being Seminole, but as
a whole the pattern is similar to their other negro
Bahaman groups. It is probable that in the original
group of migrants there were only a few pure blood
Seminoles.
Mr. Porter has pointed out much of the historical
1. Kenneth W. Porter, “Notes on Seminole Negroes in the
Bahamas,” Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol 24, p. 56-60.
2. John M. Goggin, “An Anthropological Reconnaissance of
Andros Island, Bahamas,” American Antiquity, Vol. 5, No. 1,
p. 21-26, 1939.
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background of the Seminole movement to the Bahamas. However, the close connections between the
British and Seminole probably goes back to the days
when Florida was a possession of the British Crown.
This period, from 1763 to 1784, was also the period
of the development of the Seminole as such. Small
bands from various elements of the Creek Confederacy began to form large towns, and that of
Cuscowilla was well known to the English. Bartram
describes the extent of this town on the Alachua
Prairie and the British trading posts on the St.
Johns River which served the Indians. 3 These
Indians were used by the British as supplementary
border guards, and in 1780 Governor Tonyn writes,
“The Seminole Indians, 800 gunmen, have been
employed in scouting parties, along the coast, since
the surrender of West Florida. They were well affected, and I can confide in the head men." 4 We
know that in at least one instance a Seminole Negro
was enlisted in the British Navy (see below). After
the departure of the English in 1784, it is quite
probable that some contact was kept with the Seminoles in central Florida, as in the case of West
Florida.
With the development of Georgia, many negroes
took refuge among the Indians in the Spanish possession to the south. There was increasing agitation by the slave owners for relief from the situation. The first Seminole war, in 1818, ensued as
the result of these circumstances, and many negroes
fled south towards the extremity of the peninsula,
although the American troops did not penetrate be3. William Bartram, Travels Through North and South Carolina,
Georgia, East and West Florida, the Cherokee Country, the
Extensive Territories of the Muscogulgees or Creek Confederacy and the Country of the Choctaws, Philadelphia, 1791,
p. 153-184. Reprinted, New York, 1940.
4. James Grant Forbes, Sketches, Historical and Topographical
of the Floridas, New York, 1821, p. 39.
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yond northern and western Florida. Cape Florida
became an early rendezvous, and in 1821 Forbes
writes " . . . . at the Key, which presents a mass of
mangroves, there were lately about sixty Indians
and as many runaway negroes in search of subsistance, and twenty-seven sail of Bahama wreckers." 5 It was in this period that a formal effort
was made by the Seminole to gain a haven in the
Bahamas. It is related by Coe that “A curious circumstance occurred in the fall of 1819, as a result
of the severe treatment received by the Seminoles
at the hands of the frontier settlers. On the 29th
of September in the above year, a party of twenty
eight Seminoles arrived at Nassau, N.P., in a wrecking vessel from the coast of Florida, for the purpose
of seeking assistance from the commander-in-chief
of the British troops stationed on the island. The
exiles were entirely destitute, and said they had
been robbed and driven from their homes. They
were furnished with rations and lodgings at the
barracks, to relieve their immediate distress." 6
The final disposition of these petitioners is not
known but it is doubtful that they received much official help. It is probable that the movement began
at about this time and extended until about 1840.
Most of the Seminole Negroes were probably transported by wreckers, but many made their own way
in canoes.
With a dearth of information in historical sources
concerning this movement of peoples, it is necessary
to turn to the descendants of the early refugees.
Fortunately a clear tradition of the migration
5. Forbes, ibid., p. 105.
6. Charles H. Coe, Red Patriots, The Story of the Seminoles,
Cincinnati, 1898, p. 22-23. The Bahama Advertiser for Oct. 2,
1819, is cited as authority for this information. It is very
likely that the files of the Nassau newspapers will provide
the most complete data for the movement of the Seminole
Negroes to the Bahamas.
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exists and is remembered by the older generation.
My informant was Felix MacNeil of Mastic Point,
then 76 years old, and the grandson of Scipio Bowlegs, a "doctor" and leader of the group which
came to Andros Island. The Indians who came to
the Bahamas were “black Indians,” not “white
Indians,’’ and they came a long way according to
tradition. They were constantly pursued (through
Florida) by slave catchers, but sometimes they
would stop in one town for three or four years.
However it would not be long before they heard
“the footsteps of the slave catchers getting closer
and closer,” causing them to flee again. Finally
they arrived at Cape Florida and felt that this was
the last place. As far as can be determined, computing the ages of MacNeil’s ancestors, the date of arrival was between 1810 and 1820, probably closer
to the later date. At Cape Florida the “black Indians” met many wreckers from the Bahamas, one
of whom, Captain Simonds, is remembered in particular as “a slave catcher from Nassau.” He
told them that in the rising sun was a land of freedom, and after a short while a group decided to go
to the Bahamas. They sailed eastward in large
dugout canoes. The largest group, under Scipio
Bowlegs, landed at Red Bay on the northwest end
of Andros. Other smaller groups landed on the
Joulter Cays, north of Andros, but they later moved
to Red Bay. The initial group is said to have included from 150 to 200 individuals, but this figure
may be too large. With them they brought seeds
of corn, peas, and pumpkins which they planted.
For a long time the Indian Negroes stayed aloof
from the Negroes on the east coast who were
“Congos” and “Longas,” but eventually they
intermarried.
At the present time (1937) the principal center of
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these people is at Red Bay, although many individuals are found on the east coast. The extensive
family of Felix MacNeil is at Mastic Point, and a
cousin of his, R. Bowlegs, was met at Nicolls Town.
These people have been much maligned simply because they are isolated, and no one has taken the
trouble to investigate them. They do not live in
trees as has been claimed and are no more wild than
any other Negroes on the Island.
Although I did not visit their main center, Red
Bay, I was repeatedly told that very few Indian
customs remain. The use of the bow and arrow had
died out except as a toy for children. None were
available and a special example had to be made for
me. It is a flat self bow, three feet, eight inches
long and one inch and three eights wide in the
middle with a slight taper toward the ends. The
inside is flat and the back rounded. It is closely
similar to the bows of the Florida Seminole. The
only arrows seen are the type used for shooting fish.
They are rather crude, about four feet long and
unfeathered, with a sharpened point on one end and
a nock on the other. The only proper wood for a
bow is said to be cassao, which was not identified.
Arrows used for hunting birds are said to have been
pointed with brass tacks, and have one or two feathers, never three. Another type of bow not seen is
said to be “more curved.”
Other recognizable Indian traits are few. The
name Bowleg is common, and it is the only name
known to have a Floridian origin. The use of fish
poisons is an Indian trait but is also widespread
among all populations of the West Indies. Thus
its occurrence here cannot with certainty be ascribed to Indian sources. The technique of using
the bark and leaves of the Jamaica Dogwood
Icthyomethia sp. is similar to that practiced else-
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where. Bruised leaves and bark are put in tidal
pools where fish are trapped by the receding tide.
The poison stupifies the fish, and they are easily
gathered. The “pole house” or log cabin dwelling
was formerly used and is of Floridian origin. It is
not found now, for the houses are of wood, stone, or
plastered wattle with thatched roofs. Another type
of dwelling credited to the Indians is a leanto constructed of stone and wood. The informants were
unable to describe this clearly as it is no longer in
use. Dugout canoes are also no longer found, but
when Felix MacNeil was a boy, the old ones which
brought the original group of people to the island
could still be observed rotting away.
All of the individuals seen who are considered to
have Indian blood are quite black and show little
evidence of Indian ancestry. The only exception is
Felix MacNeil who is very different in features although quite black, too. His high, prominent cheekbones are very suggestive of an Indian’s. 7
One old man known as a Seminole is George Oliver
of Mastic Point. His Seminole ancestry can be
traced from Florida although by another route. His
half Seminole grandfather shipped on a British
man-of-war at St. Augustine and after many years
of service settled on one of the Bahama Islands.
The family later moved to Andros.
In summary, it can be said that although the
legend of Indians on Andros Island is based on fact,
anyone expecting to find a functioning Indian culture will be disappointed. A more thorough study
of the Red Bay settlement would be interesting
from many points of view and is certainly a worthy
project. The culture of the Andros Island Seminole
is only a variation of’ the typical Bahaman negro
culture.
7. See a picture of MacNeil in Goggin, op. cit., plate IV.
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